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	The Circumstantialists

1: Pride Forgery and Karma Suture

Light. It is light that keeps the cold fingers of night and death at bay. Light comes with dawn. And with dawn comes hope. But what is hope? Is hope simply the optimism one feels when thinking on positive outcomes? Is hope the naive anticipation that something good, something _right_ must come to pass?

No. Hope is much simpler. Hope is something innate in all of creation. Everything is born expecting kindness, expecting light and warmth from the cold, cold world around them. Isn't that why cruelty and malice are so ubiquitously hated? A pot of boiling water in a freezer. The world starts to suck, to pull at the innate warmth in us all and from that; two choices. Pull it tight, the fire, the spark of life and bury it within the folds of the heart, never to see the cruel truths of world. It is here that hope dies, smothered in the attempt to protect it. Or perhaps kindle it. Blow soft wind and bring soft wood shavings, tindering, to the smallest ember of hope and watch it grow to a blaze. For a time it will burn. But inevitably, the wind will blow too harshly, or the tindering will run low. Hope dies and leaves behind ashes. Dust.

Humans are stars. Stars surrounded, separated by space. Space so vast and dark that it seems the mouth of an inky monster that swallows light, hope, all.

It doesn't matter what one chooses to do with hope. The outcome is the same. Cruel, cruel death. The loss of hope is death.

And so, whoever holds light, hope, holds life and death itself.

* * *

><p>The clock was about to turn again. The year 1998, just two years off a new millennium and seventeen before the present.<p>

Following World War Two, the Phoebus cartel had become to lightbulbs what Revocs was to clothes. A conglomerate. Osram, General Electric, Philips, and Tungsram. The largest electronics manufacturers in the world, banded together all for the sake of monopoly over the market for light, hope, and ultimately life. All led by a man named Carlyle Carnegie Dearlescent.

"How successful have your, ah, _efforts_ been? My own projects have been, sadly, less than fruitful. Two failures so far and the second was unsalvageable." A woman was speaking, hair large and silver, cut short and teased into a sharp edged balloon ending just below her ears. Ragyo Kiryuin, head of Revocs, largest clothing manufacturer on the planet. Lauded as a pioneer in both fashion and in various humanitarian causes, she was strongly cemented as one of the most powerful people on the planet.

The man sitting across from her took a while to respond, taking his time to enjoy the refreshment that had been put on the table between the two. "I think it is safe to say that ordinary humans are far too fragile to withstand experimentation on such a fundamental scale. They break far too easily."

"I agree with you. Even my daughters, my own flesh and blood… too weak to survive fusion with Life Fibers. But I am confident that my next attempt will be completely successful… but that's enough about me. How goes it with you, Carlyle?"

"So much failure puts a bad taste in my mouth," a swallow of whiskey later Carlyle continued, "one hundred children. All newborns. My geneticists assure me that they are of the highest genetic quality… but even still, nothing I can call a success."

"You've had a much larger test pool than I have. Surely you've seen some encouraging signs?"

Carlyle shook his head. "As I've said, nothing concrete. Over half of the initial test group died within the day of being introduced to Life Fibers, fusion hadn't even been attempted at the time, you," he paused to stare at Ragyo, "you must have _impeccable_ genes for a child of yours to have survived an attempted fusion with Life Fibers. Simply amazing."

Ragyo laughed, a sound both high and cruel, "how kind of you. But quality over quantity is the saying I believe. But is that all you have to say?" She pouted, "I had expected at least a fraction of the children to survive exposure."

"Twenty-five children survived initial exposure. Out of that twenty-five, fifteen died when Life Fiber fusion was attempted."

"And of the remaining ten?"

"The fusion did not take. We sent half the surviving children to various institutions for the unwanted. The rest we have kept for further study. I expect that we will have to send them on their way in the not too distant future. Regrettable, very regrettable, that so much be invested for so little return."

The woman nodded absentmindedly, earrings jingling all the while, "waste is inevitable. All we can do is continue to work toward the future. A glorious future." Ragyo raised her glass of wine, "a toast perhaps? To a hopeful future?"

"To a hopeful future."

* * *

><p><em>Phoebus Lightbulbs<em>

_For a thousand hours! _

Arata Resartus sighed and paid the cashier, mumbling his thanks and sighing as he exited the rickety general store. Lightbulbs really were too expensive. But they were necessary. The dark was full of terrors. Night in the No-Star district would have been impossible without lightbulbs. Already by the cover of shadow and dusk did the painted women and gangs of the city peddle their wares. Flesh. Drug. Iron and lead. Gunshots were a common sound in the slums of Honnouji City, austere alarms ringing at all hours of night, perpetually keeping one on their toes. But they, the salt and earth peoples of the city, all grew used to the violence, the depravity of it all. And not only did they grow used to it, but they embraced it. The murders and blatant prostitution, the drug abuse and poverty. The night was dark. You'd die without light.

And so, lightbulbs.

Arata stepped out from the ragged awning front of the general store into the warm island sunlight, filtered through and against clothes left to dry on lines spangled from one narrow building to the next. He was eighteen years old, ghost pale, and very nearly six feet tall. Black hair uncut and messy and the suggestive shadow of facial hair colored his angular jaw. All this was ruined by his frugal dress. His attire consisted of a cheap white shirt of linen and brown pants rolled up just past his knees. He ran a hand through his hair and frowned at the roughness .

But what could he do? Arata lived alone. A No-Star child unwanted and too old now for the orphanage. He being a racial salad of French, Japanese, and German (supposedly on his late mother's side) had never even been considered for adoption. Handsome he may have been, he still looked _different_, and never quite fit in with his peers. And where the other children had been taken away, saved from loneliness and abject poverty by the generosity of adopting couples, Arata had grown older, more jaded, and of course: poorer.

"Hey! Arata! Over here!" Someone was calling after him, and judging by the way that the tone of their voice was increasing, they were getting closer.

He knew who it was of course. And who wouldn't? Mako Mankanshoku was genuinely the most enjoyable person he had ever met. He spun around smiling at the girl and caught her as she tripped over herself.

"Careful, don't want you hurting yourself." He put a hand under her chin and lifted her head, concern filling his face as he saw her pout, "are you okay? I'm pretty sure you didn't actually hit the ground…"

Her pouting only made her look cuter. Quite an apt observation; Mako looked like a human rice ball.

"It's not about that!" Her nose scrunched up in adorable anger as she shouted, "why didn't you come to school today?"

Arata's expression turned sheepish and embarrassed. "Oh, it's about that. Well…" he didn't have much of an excuse. "Just busy I guess."

"You promised you'd come this week! It's really boring without you…" Mako crossed her arms and turned, frowning in mock anger. "You promised!"

The two continued down the dirty street, forced to dodge from side to side, maneuvering around the maze of parked motorcycles and old cars.

"It wasn't really a promise… more like I said I'd consider it." To be fair, Arata couldn't remember saying that he'd consider attending the academy that week.

"What do you even do all day when you're not in school?" Mako asked. The two turned a corner and were almost hit by a car, blurring past them in streak of pink and a shout to be more careful.

Arata paused for a minute to shout after the rapidly shrinking car. "Man, people have no manners nowadays…" he said, shaking his head. "What were you saying, Mako?"

"What do you do when you skip school?"

"Uh… usually read, go shopping… practice stuff. I dunno."

Mako tapped her foot against the ground and an index finger against her bottom lip. "Well, you better start coming more often. Gamagori might come after you if you miss too much, you know!"

"Yeah, yeah…" Arata waved away her concerns with his offhand. "I'm not too worried." They walked in silence for several minutes before finding themselves in front of a small ramen stand. "Do you want to eat?"

The girl blushed, "you really don't have to. I'll probably eat at home anyways."

"Nah," Arata grabbed Mako by the hand and felt the warmth, "let's eat," the pair stepped under the short red curtain giving privacy to the customers and sat down.

"But don't you pay for your own rent and stuff? I'd feel pretty bad about myself for causing you all this trouble…" the fact that Arata lived alone sans parents went unsaid.

"I wouldn't have offered if it was a problem, Mako. Besides, I'm really hungry; and I know _you're_ hungry too." The owner of the stand took their orders, and after a short time, two bowls of noodles were brought to them.

Mako spoke through a mouth full of broth and wheat noodles, "thanks a lot, Arata. It's really good, I haven't had ramen in a long time.." Her hands moved quickly, a blur of the chopsticks shoveling food into her gaping mouth.

"It's no problem," Arata was smiling, and for a moment problems of finance and missed schoolwork faded away. The sun burning away fog. "It's good to go out sometimes and eat with your friends."

The girl nodded furiously, continuing to wolf down her food. They made further small talk for a while, ordering drinks (non-alcoholic sadly) as they finished their food and continuing to talk even as the world outside grew orange and fiery with ripe sunlight.

A swish of warm afternoon air blew as the short curtains parted to allow for another customer to enter. Both teenagers turned from their cups of soda to turn and stare at the new entry.

Her hair was a dark shade of blue, something like crow feathers when looked at an oblique angle, with a strong streak of crimson reaching to her scalp as if she had just dyed it recently. She wore a black and white jacket over a plain white blouse and a dark blue skirt.

"Which way to Honnouji Academy?" The girl asked brusquely. In her hand was a large rectangular case, contents unknown.

The owner shrugged his shoulders, "I don't rightly know, never been to that school myself," and went back to his cooking.

"Damn…" The strange girl pulled up a stool and sat, fuming, a white high top sneaker crossed over her thigh. Suddenly she turned toward Mako and Arata, who were happily chatting away. "Either of you know how to get to the school? I know it's up there," she gestured to the center of the island and upwards, "but I don't really know the way there. Too many roads."

Before Mako could say anything and embarrass the pair, Arata stepped in. "School's kind of closed for the day. It'll be open tomorrow."

"Who're you?" The girl raised an eyebrow and widened her eyes, revealing a startling shade of blue.

"I'm Mako Mankanshoku, the dead last in my class!" The energetic girl sprang from her seat and spoke proudly, "I'm sure we'll be best friends!" But Mako was just a little too loud and a little too close. The girl with the red stripe in her hair looked offput.

"Right?" Ryuko turned away from Mako, placing a hand on the ditzy girl's forehead and pushing slightly. "How about you?" She asked the boy with the black hair.

"You're supposed to introduce yourself first."

The girl seemed genuinely surprised at that. "Oh! Right. I'm Ryuko Matoi."

Arata stared at her expectantly, "and?"

"And what?"

"Why're you here? You obviously don't go to Honnouji, you probably aren't even from around here. What business brings you here?"

Ryuko turned deadly serious, eyes tightening and fist growing tighter on the handle of her aluminum case. "That's personal."

He rolled his eyes, "...right. Mako, if you're done, let's go. I'll walk you home." He peered outside and frowned at the steadily dying sun.

"But, Ryuko might need help!"

"She needs help like I need a cavity, now come on—" he pulled at her wrist, but the girl would not be moved.

"We have to help her! That's the Mankanshoku family way!" Mako seemed absolutely determined to do so and her face was wrenched in such a way that told Arata that nothing short of escorting Ryuko to the school itself would satisfy the ditzy girl. "Leave no man behind!"

Arata palmed his face, "god, Mako… sometimes you're way too eager to help people…" Still, he soon smiled at the girl and palmed her head, ruffling the hair in endearment. He paid the bill and motioned Ryuko to follow them out of the ramen stand. The sun was low, and were it not for the houses and buildings that blocked out the glistening sea, the view would have been picturesque.

"I'm Arata by the way. Arata Resartus." Now briefly acquainted with one another, the trio set off, Mako happy to dominate the conversation talking about the troubles of school life while Arata and Ryuko glowered at one another. Ten minutes later and the three teenagers reached a crossroads, just down the street from Mako's home.

"Well… make sure you come to school tomorrow, okay? I really miss you," The girl smiled, a hint of sadness in her face, uncharacteristic. "Oh, and make sure to help Ryuko too! She looks like she needs it."

"I will. I will."

* * *

><p>It was early dusk when Mako left for home, leaving Ryuko and Arata to stand together awkwardly in the now bluing light. One by one, streetlights flickered into being and shed their harsh yellow light to spread and spill over the street, casting long, black pools of shadows.<p>

"Are you two dating?" Ryuko asked abruptly, pumping her legs to keep up with Arata.

"Who?" The boy stopped for a while and looked at Ryuko with a strange expression on his face. "You mean Mako?"

"Yeah, the brown haired girl. She doesn't really seem your type, but you were hanging out with her anyways."

Arata shrugged, "sounds cliche, I know, but Mako and I've been friends for a long time. She can be a bit much sometimes, but," he paused here to look Ryuko dead on, "she's kind. She's like a sister," he pretended to gag over his words, "can't believe I said that."

"Right… sister," the two teenagers walked alongside each other, both of them not quite trusting the other. "You said you'd help me right?" The girl sounded awkward, too prideful to grovel but too desperate to let a potentially beneficial opportunity pass.

"Guess I did say that, but you never said what you wanted help with."

Ryuko thought that she had mentioned Honnouji Academy in passing, but wasn't quite sure. "I need to get into Honnouji Academy," she said with a serious tone.

But it was easier said than done, and both teenagers knew this.

"They're done taking transfer students, and the school year started a week ago," Arata frowned, "apply next year."

The sound of a something fragile went down the street as Ryuko kicked an empty glass bottle, tinted a dark caramel and labeled with pictures of hops and barley.

"Can't do that."

"And why not?"

Ryuko looked frustrated and she sounded such as she brushed the red lock of hair that had fallen in front of her eyes to the side. "You know how hard it is to get in? You have to take a test, give them your transcript from your previous school," she blushed at that particular point, "send them all sorts of paperwork, and to top it all, it's hella expensive! How'd you get in anyhow?"

"Everyone living in Honnouji City gets guaranteed acceptance and scholarship money. Covers living expenses, textbooks, so on and so forth, depending on who you are, of course."

"Shit!" Ryuko kicked a trashcan, startling a pair of cats that had been scavenging, "how else can I get in?"

A woman, a prostitute, in the distance waved to the pair, and the remnants of a message, vaguely suggestive and inviting Arata over for the night, floated in on the warm evening air. The boy shook his head, smiling, flattered.

"If you don't want to get in normally, and if you don't live here… you're pretty much fucked," he sighed out.

"There's got to be a way…" Ryuko looked determined and despondent at the same time, "I can't just wait another year, or leave, I have shit I need to find out here."

If Arata was curious at all, he didn't show it. "I guess you could try and impress one of the higher ups at the school. They could probably get you in."

Ryuko sounded hopeful for once and whirled on Arata, nearly slamming her metal case against a lightpost by accident. "Why didn't you tell me sooner? Can you introduce me?"

It was truly night now, and even the summer sun had to sleep at some point. Arata fished a keychain out of his pocket and turned toward a building, tall and grey, identical to several others in the same area.

"You can follow me to school tomorrow I guess. No guarantee that you'll meet anyone that could help you. But I guess that's your best shot." He began to approach the doorless entryway to the apartment building and the dead concrete interior. A small plaque read: _No-Star Student BLDG #144_. "Meet me in the morning, 'round 7:30, in front of that ramen stand we met at. Mako and I walk past it everyday on our way to school."

He gave her a quick wave and seemed eager to run up the stairs, as if he was happy to leave Ryuko's presence.

"Wait!" The girl cried out, loud enough to draw complaints from the residents of the apartment complex that she ignored.

"What now?" Arata's black topped head turned back, muted a strange shade of pale by the white fluorescent lights that shone from the walls.

Ryuko looked bashful staring at the ground, "I just wanted to thank you, and…" she muttered something incomprehensible.

"And… what?"

"Idon'thaveaplacetostay!"

"Why don't you try _a-nun-ci-ate-ing?_" He asked, clearly annoyed by the girl's shoddy answer.

Ryuko took a breath, a large one by the sound of it, and said: "I don't have a place to stay for the night," it still came out a bit too quickly, and devoid of all emotion save embarrassment.

Arata pointed to the east, "there's a hotel down the—"

"Don't have any money."

"I'm sure you can find a guy willing to pay for a room—"

"I'm not going to whore myself!"

"How about your parents? Can't they help you out?" Arata asked and quickly regretted it. The silence that followed was physically painful.

Ryuko was looking at the ground now, angry, hurt. "They're not exactly… _around_ anymore," she spat out.

"That isn't really an excuse." Arata wasn't smiling. "My parents are dead too."

They stared at each other for a long while, the thoughtful glances communicating more than words ever could.

Ryuko's eyes told of fresh hurt. A desire to avenge her father that was born of duty rather than love. A strained relationship, but one still full of love. The awkward ways that they would greet one another when Ryuko was expelled from yet another school. The tasteless dinners made sweet by the knowledge that the other had at least attempted to show their affection. A damaged relationship never to be anything more than '_what could have been'_. The saddest of all pains were the one's that could never be healed.

"Good luck finding a place to sleep…" Arata began to turn for the stairs again, mumbling and guilty over reminding Ryuko of the fresh pains of loss.

The girl shouted, "wait!" And Arata immediately turned back.

"Yeah?"

Ryuko was stammering now, anger forgotten in place of embarrassment and the struggle of overcoming stubborn pride. "I need…"

"Hurry up, it's getting dark out."

"I need a place to sleep!" She finally managed.

Arata was aware of what she was trying to ask, but only smiled and played along. "I wished you good luck didn't I? What more could you possibly want?"

"Let me sleep over." Ryuko looked annoyed enough to strike out and her face was flushed red. "Please?" she added after a tenuous pause where her lip quivered slightly.

"Yeah, sure." He waited a while for Ryuko to catch up, and the two went up the stairs. Step by crowded step.

* * *

><p>"Peerless Duchess, Star Buxom, and Mortal Cowboy are available," Ragyo was speaking into a microphone and staring at a screen, feeling the smallest hints of worry begin to form. Her business partner, Carlyle Carnegie Dearlescent, was looking flustered, his usually impeccably managed hair was tousled and he seemed to be sweating, the telltale sheen of terror was on him. "But what could possibly warrant you needing three members of Hegemony?"<p>

Dearlescent took a moment to take a deep breathe, compose himself and straighten his tie. He swallowed harshly as if some residue from a terribly bitter medicine was stuck to the back of his throat. "The experiments of the past century were more successful than we thought. Recent developments have led me to believe that there are several loose ends that must be taken care of. And of course, some more pressing, more immediate measures must be taken to correct our failures…"

"Why would you require members of Hegemony to oversee outdated experiments? They are elite soldiers, not scientists," Ragyo was quickly growing annoyed. While the head of the Phoebus Cartel was a reliable partner in both business and with matters pertaining to the Original Life Fiber, his roundabout manner of speaking was irritating to say the least.

Carlyle pursed his thinning lips and his shoulder shifted, his hand moving to push a button offscreen. "In 1998 both Revocs and Phoebus engaged in experimentations of the most extreme sort."

"Yes, I remember. My own daughters were subject, more matter and less art," Ragyo said tersely. "If the matter of which you speak is so urgent, you should hasten to tell me why you need the Hegemony."

The screen flickered and began to show grainy surveillance camera footage, the captioning on the bottom put the video as very recent. Taken several hours ago, in fact. A distorted figure was trampling through buildings, through people, arms long and distended and seemingly steaming if the added blurriness was anything to go by. It was a monster, humanoid but not human. Its chest glowed a startling orange yellow, the warm light of an old lightbulb. The beast seemed to throw its head back and scream, or moan, the security camera did not have the capabilities to record sounds so low. Bodies strewn on the floor were civilian and security alike, guns and spent cartridges rolled around like merry coins over the blood slickened floor. Every heartbeating moment of carnage caught on film showed a dimming and rekindling of the furnace like chest of the monster in time to a regular cadence of heavy breathing.

"What is that?"

"The culmination of our efforts, of course. Those long days of toil and research, everything sacrificed to find a way to meld Life Fiber and human being together… the monster you see is the final product." The screen went black for a moment and displayed Carlyle's face once again. "Susan Quong was one of the survivors of Project D.E. Lightful. When the experiments failed, she was placed in a rural Chinese orphanage when she ceased to show signs of correct synchronization with the Life Fibers we attempted to introduce."

"There is no culpability on my part. That monster," she said, "is yours and yours alone. A result of your experimentation and carelessness. You should have had those children disposed of."

For a moment Ragyo thought Carlyle would argue back and perhaps rail against her and try to shift blame towards her, but he did not. Instead the man knotted his fingers together and leaned closer toward the screen.

"The past is passed and I have need of Hegemony to put down this _beast_," he said the word as if it were vulgar, "conventional weaponry is useless, and if left alone, I fear the monster will range toward more important, media rich areas of the country, before being finally put down. This incident, if made public, could ruin Phoebus if any ties were to be discovered."

"What connections could possibly be made? A peasant orphan in a country backwater turns mad? Phoebus will seem to have nothing to do with that incident. Just let matters end themselves. I do not wish to play such a heavy hand yet, market saturation of Revocs products is not high enough to act so aggressively."

"What other option do we have? The Chinese military will eventually hear of this incident and investigate. When they find this monster… they will investigate. Once the monster is identified as the fateful orphan, they will investigate further. When they investigate fur—"

Ragyo held a hand up in front of the camera, signalling Carlyle to cease his monologue. "I quite understand your line of thought. But the fact remains that this _problem_ on our hands, is your responsibility. Hegemony will be yours, I understand that you require their services. The problem we have here is what will happen to the _other_ survivors."

"We have records of the other survivors and which orphanages they had been sent to. I trust that Hegemony and your, ah, Grand Couturier, will be able to handle the situation," Carlyle seemed abashed now, "I regret to say that Phoebus has no organization or operative on par with Hegemony."

"Then they are yours." Ragyo ended curtly and turned off the video screen. "Hououmaru?"

Her assistant, a dark skinned young lady, stepped forward, clutching to her chest a tablet and clipboard, "yes, Lady Ragyo?"

"The available members of Hegemony, Peerless Duchess, Moral Cowboy, and Star Buxom are to report to Phoebus on loan. Make sure they get the message."

"Yes, Ma'am."

The problem would be solved in less than twenty-four hours.

* * *

><p>The first thing Ryuko noticed was the painting. An oaken panel coated in red strongwater hues and the vague shape of a human being in nebulous shades of fog. The small living room was messy with brushes of different sizes for painting, pencils and pens and reams of paper stacked to head height, even the odd slab of marble here and there accompanied by chisels and hammers. An artist's workshop. A muted thump signified Arata placing his previously purchased package of lightbulbs on the floor.<p>

"You live here?" she asked, stepping over and around a messy stack of pencil sketches, "you don't really seem the artsy type."

Arata prodded forward with his foot, clearing a path for the two to walk further. "Appearances are deceiving and all that. I think I'm quite good at it." He stepped forward over debris toward a cloth covered rectangle, about the size of a large computer monitor. Grabbing the cloth by the top corners he carefully pulled, revealing a painting. "This one's called _Marzipansy_." The painting was done in rich oil, and even in the ugly lighting of the small living room, it seemed to glow with life and warm flesh tones. The subject, an effeminate boy with narrow shoulders and wide hips, blonde hair as soft as fresh spring grass, and lips swollen with lust looked outwards, inviting the viewer to come enjoy themselves… His nakedness was hidden only behind a small tree done in exquisite detail, blooming with rose pink blossoms and smiling brown almonds peeking from behind green budding leaves. It was beautiful, if a bit risque.

"Oh, wow…" Ryuko felt herself blush, "it's really good, but…" she caught herself at the last moment, unable to voice such a sudden sentiment.

"Yes? You were going to say something?" Arata stood next to the painting with his arms crossed and a small expression of pride on his face.

"It's pretty, uh, _lewd_, like that's not a bad thing, but I don't know why it had to be a _boy_ you painted… unless you're into that thing! Nothing wrong with that!" Ryuko laughed nervously at that, not knowing quite what to say.

"Oh," Arata said peevishly, "this was a commission. A client in France wanted a piece done, and I couldn't refuse the money. Didn't really get much of a choice in what to paint." He smiled awkwardly and covered the painting back up with the white cloth. "I've been meaning to send that one off for a while now, but it's one of my better works." He guided Ryuko through the mess, familiarizing her with the various rooms of the house.

"Bathroom, kitchen, living and dining and painting room, bed room back there. Any questions?"

"Got anything to eat?"

The trip to the kitchen took around ten seconds to traverse the dirty room and the two spent half that time searching the cupboards and refrigerator for food, only finding old packets of instant noodles. They stared at the nuclear red packaging of the unhealthy, spongy, greasy food.

"Guess I have some noodles if you want them." The boy took a pot out of a floor level cupboard and filled it with water from the sink. "You can cook if you'd like. I'll find a place for you to sleep."

"Gee, thanks." Ryuko said unenthusiastically. Deep down she was quite nervous. She had never spent the night at a boy's house before, and while Arata didn't seem like the type to be a lech, one never knew…

The minutes that it took for the water to boil were spent looking at the various sketches that were found on the kitchen countertops, some stapled to walls and marked with bright pen colors pointing out flaws and mistakes, others magnetized to the refrigerator declaring their worthiness of being displayed. The subject matter was immensely varied, Ryuko noted. Ranging from domestic scenes to vast landscapes of sublime terror, and even some portraits, beautiful even when uncolored. Several were of Mako, sometimes surrounded by figures who quickly became familiar, family members Ryuko supposed, and sometimes solo works, the girl suspended in graphite and paper in some act of foolishness or less extravagant, but no less beautiful, everyday life. _He's really good_, she thought to herself after finding an especially detailed sketch of Mako doing schoolwork, cute face partially obscured by hair and pressed close to the desk she worked at, scrawling furiously with her good hand.

The sound of boiling water startled her from her visual adventure, and three minutes of cooking later, she had a pot of noodles. She found bowls in the sink, not too dirty, but she rinsed them all the same. Two bowls for two people. They would both eat that night.

The dining table wasn't all that clear, many uncleaned globs of paint or pigment had encrusted themselves to the wooden surface and looked more like multihued rocks than once amorphous oils. Ryuko did the best she could and cleared superfluous papers and unfinished drawings and put them to the side, setting the table for two.

"Hey, food's ready," she called.

In short order Arata came, sniffing cautiously and pulling up a seat at the table. "Thanks for this," he said, and the two began to eat. Making small talk where they exchanged details of their upbringings, Ryuko sharing tales of the various boarding schools she had gone to, the fights she had won and lost, Arata speaking of life in Honnouji City and the painting he was working on currently, _Helena Handbasket_.

"I don't believe you. _Goku_ Uniforms? Clothes that make you stronger? Sounds like an infomercial."

"Swear to God," Arata had his right hand in the air, "it sounds crazy but they're real. Everyone one has 'em."

"Why don't you show me then?"

But he didn't have one, not anymore at least. "Guess you don't know how Honnouji Academy works…" he went to a small closet near the front entrance and pulled out a plain school uniform, no decorative embellishments to be found. "I'm a No-Star student, my uniform doesn't do anything. One-Stars and up are the one's with the actual Goku Uniforms."

"And I'm supposed to believe you just like that?"

Arata shrugged, "you'll see tomorrow I guess." He had long since finished his share of the noodles. "By the way, I have sleeping stuff for you," he pointed to a neatly folded stack of orange fabric. Cartoon rabbit faces covered the clothing. "Those are Mako's old pajamas. I think you'll be able to squeeze in them…" he scratched his head and continued, "I don't really have a bed either. Usually fall asleep in a chair, or on the ground." He went to the sliding door that connected living room and bedroom. "But tonight I guess you can sleep here."

It was nothing special as far as Ryuko could see. A bare room with a bare lightbulb at the ceiling and several blankets on the floor tangled into a something like a bird's nest. But it would do. Ryuko, after all, had spent her nights in far less hospitable places…

"What about you?" Ryuko had a strange expression on her face, one torn between thankfulness and suspicion. "We're _not_ sleeping in the same room."

"It's my house you know…" Arata gestured to the messy surroundings, "and you shouldn't be so quick to judge me like that. I am helping you after all."

"And I also shouldn't be so quick to trust a stranger. You didn't even want to help me, that other girl convinced you."

"Her name's Mako, and…" his argument tapered off, "and you're right. Don't worry about it though, I'll be busy for the most of the night, so no worry about your _virtue_ or something like that."

The way he said it so dismissively was almost insulting in a way. What was he trying to say? Ryuko thought for a moment before feeling slightly guilty. It was his house after all, and despite his reluctance to help her initially, he had eventually acquiesced. But she didn't know how to give voice to the words in her head so she settled for something lamer. "What are you going to be doing?"

"Painting of course," he pointed to a small bottle of what looked to be caffeine pills and various brushes and tubes of paint that had been carefully laid out on the squat dining table. "_Helena Handbasket_ wants to be finished."

The two said their goodnights, and after a briefly awkward exchange over bathroom usage and changing into clothes more suited for sleep, Ryuko went to the small bedroom and closed the door, bathing the room in true night save for the small trickle of false day coming in through the small space between floor and door.

"Goodnight," she said, but no one else heard.

* * *

><p>In death, the monster had turned human again. Terrible wounds inflicted by muscle growing past what the skin could safely accommodate, had torn large rents through various membranous tissues. The small township had been leveled, and casualty estimated from 70 to 90 percent of the original population of three thousand either dead or missing. All because of one mistake, made decades ago.<p>

But it was solved now. Hegemony had worked efficiently as always, disposing of the monster in seconds whereas civilian munitions hadn't even hurt the monster… and only three members had been deployed. Two women and a man.

The taller of the two women, who seemed to be the leader of the group, crossed her arms under her ample breast and snorted haughtily. "This was far too easy. When Hououmaru had warned us of a legitimate threat, I expected a challenge. They sent two members too many." Her red boot shot forward and wedged its pointed toe into the rib of the ravaged body. "Peerless Duchess, Mortal Cowboy," she turned toward the other two members of Hegemony, "bring the body."

**AN: Everytime I get bored, I start something new. Got to wait for inspiration if I want to write something worth reading. Hopefully this turns out to be something I get a lot of feedback on. **


End file.
